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FOREWORD
Have you noticed that almost everything we know today is in a constant state 
of evolution? It could be argued that almost every organism we see today has 
adapted into a better version of its original self. I believe that we as humans 
are constantly evolving, changing, and elevating to become a better version 
of ourselves.

I realized how true this concept was when I �rst met Anthony in 2018. I was 
living in Brooklyn, New York, as a career coach at a well-known technical 
training bootcamp, and Anthony signed up for one of my coaching sessions. 
During our �rst meeting, I asked him, as I routinely do in my sessions, 
about his background. To my surprise, Anthony explained how he’d made a 
successful transition from �nance to entrepreneurship to working at Nick-
elodeon as an interactive media producer. I sat back in my chair, impressed 
but also slightly confused. He was so poised, reassured, and con�dent in his 
current life position. “Why is this guy here?” I thought. “He has already made 
such impressive career changes. What more could this bootcamp experience 
o�er him?” It was then that I realized: Anthony wasn’t my typical client.

As our conversation continued, it became apparent how introspective 
Anthony had been about the power of change and growth. Not only had he 
taken time to understand fundamentally how a career coaching experience 
tactically �t within his career plans, but he also eloquently explained how he 
was intentionally plunging into the deep end of discomfort. It then hit me 
that while most people I coached were interested in switching careers for 
professional reasons such as status, location, or �nances, Anthony’s reason 
was di�erent—more personal. He simply wanted the space … to grow. It was 
clear from this �rst conversation that he was ready to embark on a journey of 
self-discovery and was using career coaching as a vehicle to do so. Not only 
was he ready to accept the challenges of self-improvement head-on, but he 
was also open to accepting whatever job resulted on the other end—even if 
it was di�erent from the outcome he had in mind. On that day, Anthony’s 
approach to growth set a standard for my future clients, and even for me.

Anthony’s profound approach to explore, experience, and excel in what I 
see to be the critical four components of growth2 was deeply admirable and 
a �tting example for anyone looking to grow. For nearly a year, I watched as 

2 �e four critical components of growth are empathy, active listening, problem-solving, and 
remaining solution oriented.
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Anthony put himself in the shoes of other people in order to actively listen, 
critically ask questions, synthesize the problem, and suggest a solution for a 
better experience. Some days he helped me think critically about big hairy 
problems and consider questions around career trajectory that I never consid-
ered. I believe Anthony’s intentional e�ort and incredible ability to actively 
strengthen the four components of growth are what contributed to him 
being the powerful designer he is today. As an entrepreneur in real estate and 
learning development, I see every day how growth is the impetus to reaching 
self-improvement and ultimately purpose.

Whether you’re looking to become a practicing UX professional or just a 
more critical thinker, �e Art and Science of UX Design will help you under-
stand the nuances of the design thinking process and potentially even o�er 
a new perspective on an old problem. Most importantly, much as Anthony 
does, it will challenge you to expand your thinking and therefore grow in 
ways that you might never have considered. �e Art and Science of UX Design
is a thoughtful peek into Anthony’s brain—guiding you along with critical 
questions to help reframe and rethink potential outcomes. As such, this book 
is for the individual who dares to not to stay stagnant, for the person who is 
trying to challenge traditional ways of thinking, and for anyone who aspires 
to evolve into their best self.

From Day 1, Anthony has been on a journey to become the best version of 
himself. �is book is his way of giving you an opportunity to start yours.

Welcome to your Day 1.

—Bryant Alexander
Tech Career Development Consultant
www.linkedin.com/in/bryantalexander-jr
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INTRODUCTION
Art is

�e use of creativity, imagination, and skill to draw, paint, or sculpt 
works that evoke emotion or are meant to be appreciated for their beauty.

And science is

�e pursuit of knowledge of the physical world based on systems and 
structure to examine, test, and prove theories.

Art relies on creativity and imagination to produce a work to be appreciated 
by others. Science leverages systems, structure, and experimentation to test 
theories and validate opinions based on evidence. Is there a relationship 
between the two?

It appears these two disciplines couldn’t be more disconnected. One takes 
creativity and makes emotional works of art, while the other takes processes 
and procedures to produce a scienti�c conclusion. How could they possibly 
intersect?

�e truth is, they don’t fully meld into a singular experience. Rather, they 
play o� one another, using their unique attributes to power various industries 
that require both the creativity of art and the structure of science.

User experience (UX) is one of those disciplines. UX requires our imagina-
tions to create experiences that captivate us, that move us, that help solve the 
problems we encounter daily. UX also requires us to propose theories, run 
experiments to test those theories, and validate a solution using evidence 
and data. 

If we rely solely on art to make a user experience, we may end up with some-
thing beautiful, but will it work? Would we be able to de�ne what success 
looks like? How will we know if what we create helps the people we designed 
it for?

Conversely, if we use only science to create a user experience, we might 
produce something functional, but will it be desirable? Would it have any 
emotional power? Would it capture someone’s imagination? We could make 
an experience, but would people want to use it?
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We need both. We need art to think of new possibilities and make them 
appealing enough for people to want to use. We need science to validate our 
ideas and measure how usable and successful they are. By leveraging both art 
and science, we can not only create emotionally compelling user experiences 
but also validate that those experiences solve the problems of the people we 
design them for. 

The UX Design of This Book
�is book dives deep into the concepts of both art and science to explore 
ways to make amazing user experiences.

In Chapter 1, I discuss some theories and de�nitions surrounding user expe-
rience. I talk about UX, user interface (UI), design thinking, product devel-
opment, and cognitive overload. �ese de�nitions help structure the rest of 
the book.

In Chapters 2 through 7, I go in depth with the design thinking process over 
six steps: empathize, de�ne, ideate, prototype, test, and implement. Each 
step builds on the preceding one as we understand who we want to design 
for, explore possible ideas for our designs, and �nally materialize our design 
solution and bring it to life. In these chapters, I invite you to work on the 
exercises I provide to practice the techniques I cover and create your own 
end-to-end design thinking project.

In Chapter 8, I cover what comes a�er design thinking. I talk about taking 
the work you have done in this book and forming a case study and portfolio. I 
discuss feedback, and how to give and receive it. Finally, I cover what it’s like 
to work with others and work in the design industry. 

In the appendix, I take the exercises I propose in the book and explore a 
possible version of what a good answer could look like, working through the 
same problem across the design thinking process. I provide examples of what 
you may have thought of yourself so that you can see a reference and compare 
it to your own.

Many of the exercises in this book require the use of digital tools. While 
the exercises aren’t required to learn from this book, they do help reinforce 
topics and give you the opportunity to practice and hone your skills. I highly 
recommend completing them if you can.
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Fortunately, each exercise can be completed with the assistance of free online 
so�ware. As of this writing, the tools I used to go through each exercise for 
myself were all free (with registration):

• Figma—a wireframing and prototyping tool used to create digital 
designs of all types. www.�gma.com/ 

• Whimsical—a diagramming and whiteboarding tool that is excellent 
for visualizing ideas quickly and iteratively. https://whimsical.com/

• Google Workspace—a collection of tools that allow people to 
write, share, and connect around the work they accomplish. 
https://workspace.google.com/ 

• Otter.ai—A transcription so�ware that records a conversation 
and produces a written transcript for your records and analysis. 
https://otter.ai/

I invite you to join me in exploring how to create compelling user experi-
ences. I encourage you to complete the exercises in this book so you can get 
hands-on experience going through the design thinking process—learning is 
more fun and successful when it’s active and engaging. 

I look forward to you joining me on this journey and hope you enjoy the user 
experience of reading this book!

~Anthony 
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CHAPTER 2

USING EMPATHY 
AS A DESIGN TOOL
The first step in the design thinking process is to empathize—to imagine our-
selves standing in the users’ shoes, look through their eyes, and feel what they 
feel. This allows us to better know their like and dislikes, what motivates them, 
and what gets in their way. 

To accomplish this, we need to conduct research with our users. We can conduct 
lots of types of research, but one of the most common types (which we will go 
into depth about) is to talk with our users and hear from them directly. Through 
conversations, we learn more about their experiences and begin to develop the 
empathy we need.

Empathizing through design thinking is artistic—to have a conversation with 
someone else is an art form. Navigating the complexity of a conversation—
the content, the context, the emotions—all within seconds of a response time 
requires you to be nimble, attentive, and present. Conversations are unique, 
and everyone’s style is just a little different.
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Empathizing through design thinking is also scienti�c. �ere is a method-
ology in choosing what questions to ask, in what order, and in what ways, 
so we can avoid bias, allow the participant to feel comfortable, and seek out 
answers.

By applying both art and science to the empathize phase of design think-
ing, we can have the conversations that allow us to understand our users’ 
wants and needs, better understand how to solve their problems, and start 
to develop a solution that changes their experiences for the better.

TYPES OF RESEARCH
You’ve arrived! You’re ready to begin the design thinking process. Looking 
at the model (FIGURE 2.1),1 you are at the �rst step: empathize.
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1 Adapted from www.nngroup.com/articles/design-thinking/

FIGURE 2.1 The NN/g 
design thinking model. 
The first step of the model is 
empathize. It is part of the 
understand phase of design 
thinking, where you seek 
to understand more about 
your users and the problem 
you are trying to solve.
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You are ready to begin the phase of the project where you try to understand. 
Who are the users? What are their wants, needs, and goals? What problem 
are you trying to solve? You will hopefully come to these answers as you move 
through this phase.

To empathize with users and their problems, you must perform research. 
You need to talk with the users, or observe them, or learn more about them in 
some way that lets you empathize with them. �ankfully, there are plenty of 
research methods that will allow you to do this.

Research, as it applies to design thinking, can be broken into four catego-
ries, which are discussed in the following subsections along with ideas from 
NN/g, the Nielsen Norman Group.2 Christian Rohrer (an NN/g researcher)3

has developed matrices for these categories, which are also included in the 
following subsections.

Behavioral vs. Attitudinal
You can approach research from a usercentric perspective and think about 
the users’ actions, such as what they do in a situation. Perhaps you could 
create a prototype, give it to people, and watch where they click around the 
interface. �is would be behavioral research in that you would observe behav-
iors as people took actions in an experience.

Alternatively, you could think about the opinions of the users, such as what 
they think or feel about a situation. Perhaps you use that same prototype, 
but instead of watching people click around the interface, you ask for their 
opinions of that interface. Is it intuitive? Does it solve their problems? Would 
it help them with their goals? �is would be attitudinal research in that 
you would record what people say as they were asked questions about an 
experience.

If you map these two characteristics of research in a chart, you’d get some-
thing like FIGURE 2.2. On the top of this axis are behavioral types of research, 
based on what people do. On the bottom of this axis are attitudinal types of 
research, based on what people say.

2 www.nngroup.com/articles/which-ux-research-methods
3 www.linkedin.com/in/crohrer/details/experience/
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Question types across the research methods landscape

Behavorial

Attitudinal

What people do

What people say

An example of behavioral research would be something like eye tracking, 
where a user’s eye movements are monitored as they look at an interface. �is 
type of research has produced, for example, the F-pattern and Z-pattern4 for 
the web.

An example of attitudinal research would be something like a user interview, 
where a researcher talks with users to understand more about their goals, 
wants, and needs. �is type of research has produced design artifacts like 
personas (representations of our target user), where you attain a better under-
standing of the people you design for.

F-PATTERN AND Z-PATTERN READING BEHAVIOR
In digital products, there are common layouts that help users read text 
on a page. Two of the most popular are the F-pattern and Z-pattern, 
which get their names from the shapes of their letters. An F-pattern 
causes users to scan for information on the page in the shape of a letter 
F, reading the top first, then a little bit of the next section, then finally 
looking down the left side of the page for information. The Z-pattern 
does something similar, except in the shape of the letter Z.

4 https://99designs.com/blog/tips/visual-hierarchy-landing-page-designs/

FIGURE 2.2 Christian 
Rohrer’s research methods 
landscape matrix. This por-
tion of the matrix maps out 
behavioral research versus 
attitudinal research.
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Qualitative vs. Quantitative
You can also approach research strategy from a feedback perspective. Are you 
obtaining information directly, by having a conversation with users? Or are 
you obtaining it indirectly, by having them �ll out a survey?

If you map those characteristics to a chart, you’d get something like 
FIGURE 2.3.

Question types across the research methods landscape

Qualitative (Direct) Quantitative (Indirect)

Why &
How to fix

How many &
How much

On one side of the x-axis are direct research methods, which are qualitative 
and based on a why. On the other side of the x-axis are indirect research 
methods, which are quantitative and based on a quantity.

An example of qualitative research would be a focus group, where you bring 
in several users to discuss a problem and work with them to understand why 
that problem exists and how to �x it. Focus groups are less common in prod-
uct design, but could still occur in the context of branding, for example.

An example of quantitative research would be an unmoderated UX study, 
where participants try to complete tasks in a UI without any direction or 
guidance. You gain quantitative data, learning how many users can complete 
a task or how much time it takes to complete the task without guidance.

FIGURE 2.3 Christian 
Rohrer’s research methods 
landscape matrix. This por-
tion of the matrix maps out 
qualitative research versus 
quantitative research.
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The Research Landscape Chart
If you combine these two axes, you get the chart in FIGURE 2.4. Using this 
matrix, you can map out all the di�erent types of user research to consider 
(FIGURE 2.5).

Question types across the research methods landscape

Behavioral

Attitudinal

Qualitative (Direct) Quantitative (Indirect)

What people do

What people say

Why &
How to fix

How many &
How much

A Landscape of User Research Methods
Behavioral

Attitudinal

Qualitative (Direct) Quantitative (Indirect)

Eye Tracking Clickstream/Analytics

A/B Testing

Usability Benchmarking

Remote Moderated Testing

Unmoderated Testing

Usability Testing

Field Studies

Contextual Inquiry

Participatory Design

Focus Groups

Interviews

Concept Testing

Diary Studies

Card Sorting/Tree Testing

Customer Feedback

Desirability Studies Surveys

Key for Context of Product Use During Data Collection
Natural use of product Scripted use of product Decontextualized (not using product)

Limited (use of a limited form of the product to study a speci�c aspect of the user experience)

FIGURE 2.4 Christian 
Rohrer’s research methods 
landscape matrix, fully put 
together.

FIGURE 2.5 Christian 
Rohrer’s research methods 
landscape matrix, filled 
in with example types of 
research. An interview, for 
example, is a form of attitu-
dinal, qualitative research, 
as you record the opinions 
people have and form qual-
itative data. A/B testing is a 
form of behavioral, quan-
titative research, as you 
record the actions people 
take in an experience and 
form quantitative data.
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Figure 2.5 includes a comprehensive list of the di�erent types of research 
available to you as a designer. Based on this matrix, you can start to think 
about how to conduct research.

Do you need to talk with users via an interview? If so, you need direct contact 
with those users and attitudinal questions to ask them. What are their goals 
when they come to the product? What are some of the pain points when 
using our product? How do they currently solve their problems? You can start 
to structure the research approach depending on the type of research you 
choose to conduct.

Conversely, you can use this matrix to think about the type of data you want 
to know. Are you curious about click-through rates in our product? Well, you 
need to know how many people can complete a task on our website, and how 
much time it takes for them to do so. Referencing the matrix, you see that you 
want quantitative, behavioral information, and from there choose a method 
like clickstream analysis.

Now that you have a sense of the types of research you can conduct and what 
categories they fall under, let’s look at the instances in which you’ll want to 
use these methods.

Stages of Design Research
Depending on where you are in your projects (and your research budget), you 
will want to conduct di�erent types of research. You can think of research 
occurring in three points in time:

• Before you begin to design (before the ideate step of the design 
thinking process)

• A�er you have created some designs (a�er ideate, but before implement)

• A�er your designs have been released (a�er implement)

Formative Research
�e purpose of formative research is to align what you want to make with 
what users want to use. �e goal is to build a picture of users while also 
understanding any solutions that currently exist to their problems. You have 
several methods you can use to get a better understanding of these things.
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SURVEYS
Surveys are a great way to get a lot of information about users with a small 
amount of time invested. You can create a form with a few questions you 
want answers to and send it to a lot of participants to generate qualitative 
and quantitative information. Additionally, you can create screener sur-
veys, which function as a �lter for �nding users you really want to talk with 
(FIGURE 2.6).

FIGURE 2.6 A survey ques-
tion about online purchas-
ing habits

INTERVIEWS
Once you’ve identi�ed a few users you want to talk with, you can schedule 
conversations with them. User interviews (FIGURE 2.7) are excellent oppor-
tunities to directly ask questions and better understand people’s motivations. 
You can go into detailed conversations to understand what they need, and 
dive deeper into those needs by asking “why?” directly.

FIGURE 2.7 In a user 
interview, a researcher asks 
questions about a person’s 
opinions and experiences 
to gain data about their 
wants and needs. (Edvard 
Nalbantjan/Shutterstock)
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COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS
In addition to understanding your users, it’s crucial to understand the prod-
ucts that exist in the marketplace. Are there other businesses that have solved 
this problem already? What can you do to solve the problem di�erently? Are 
there common conventions in your industry that you need to be aware of as a 
designer, such as the way users are used to seeing content? By understanding 
the competition, you can get a sense of what works, what doesn’t, and how 
you can improve it.

You can do competitive research in many ways. You can create a comparison 
table (like the one in FIGURE 2.8) to identify which features are most prom-
inent across di�erent products, which would let you know market expecta-
tions. You can conduct usability tests of your competitors’ products to better 
understand the usability of those products and see what does or doesn’t work 
for users. You can do user-perception tests of other products to learn how 
people experience those products and what they think of the competition. 
You can do a lot related to competitive analysis. Chapter 3, “De�ning the 
User’s Problem,” will go into more detail.

Figure 2.8 is an example of some formative research I did for a project at 
Kaplan. I was working on a dashboard redesign for educators that informed 
them of their students’ progress throughout a course. �e product manager 
for that project talked to teachers daily and asked a few of them to participate 
in user interviews. We spoke to those teachers to understand how they used 
the platform in its current form, and we learned of some places we could 
improve. �is research was formative—it allowed us to form opinions about 
the problems we wanted to solve.

FIGURE 2.8 A table comparing the features of a new platform to those of its competitors.
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Additionally, we looked at competing educational platforms that had dash-
boards for teachers to learn about student progress. We made a compari-
son table (Figure 2.8) that allowed us to understand which features were 
more common across all our competitors. �is was also formative research. 
Based on the table, we formed opinions on what features to focus on for the 
relaunch of our platform.

Once you have a good understanding of your users and competitors, you 
would move on in the design thinking process. You’d de�ne the problem to 
solve, ideate possibilities, and eventually design solutions. When those solu-
tions are ready to be shown to users, you’d conduct usability research.

Evaluative Research
�e purpose of evaluative research (FIGURE 2.9) is to validate assumptions 
and make sure designs work. Can users use what you made? Does it make 
sense, and is it intuitive? Or does it fail? �at’s OK too—you haven’t launched 
it yet. You need to know what works and what doesn’t so you can improve 
your designs and release them.

FIGURE 2.9 A usability 
study in which a researcher 
asks someone to use 
an experience and pro-
vide feedback about it. 
(GaudiLab/Shutterstock)

�is works with anything you’ve made: sketches, wireframes, prototypes, 
live apps, or even websites. You can conduct usability research in the earlier 
steps of the design thinking process with, for example, competitor products 
to expose the usability issues in those products. Or you can conduct usability 
research on your existing product, to learn how you can enhance it.

You can also revisit conversations with users you spoke with during the 
background research. A user you interviewed at the start of your project 
could come back to test the designs, and you could ask them how well 
you succeeded.
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Going back to the Kaplan example, we also performed evaluative research on 
our redesign of the dashboard. We conducted usability testing with the users 
we interviewed—the teachers who were going to use the platform—and asked 
them to complete a few tasks in a prototype. We observed their thoughts 
and feelings as we tracked task completion rates, places where the designs 
didn’t make sense to them, and the elements of our design that really worked 
well. With this evaluative research, we were able to evaluate what worked 
about the design and what didn’t so that we’d know what we needed to revise 
before we built the product.

Once your evaluative research is in a place where you feel ready to implement 
the designs, you can move on in the process. You would �nish your designs, 
build them with developers, then watch as users start to adopt your product. 
A�er some product usage, you could conduct research to see how our prod-
uct is doing.

Summative Research
�e purpose of summative research (sometimes called ROI, or return on 
investment, research), is to see the product’s performance. How is what you 
made doing? How is it performing in terms of its design, usability, sales, 
revenue, conversion, or engagement?

Several methods are very informative for this type of research.

ANALYTICS
Analytics allow you to gather a large amount of quantitative data 
(FIGURE 2.10) about how things are performing. For example, you could 
observe your SEO (search engine optimization) to understand how many 
people come to your website and how o�en. It’s behavioral rather than attitu-
dinal, however, so you won’t necessarily understand why.

FIGURE 2.10 Analytics pro-
vide behavioral insight into 
how people move around 
a product and use it, such 
as what source they come 
from, how long they stay 
in the product, and what 
actions they take while 
they are in it. (a-image/
Shutterstock)

CHAPTER 2 USING EMPATHY AS A DESIGN TOOL 73



A/B TESTING
You could also conduct A/B testing in your product (FIGURE 2.11). What is it 
like to change a word or a color? To move an image from the le� side of the 
screen to the right? �is type of testing is quite granular and happens with 
more mature products looking to optimize their designs. Google is famous 
for an extreme example of this type of testing, where they tested 41 di�erent 
shades of blue to determine the optimal color for incentivizing engagement.5

FIGURE 2.11 A/B testing 
allows you to test two versions 
of a design to understand 
which one performs better. 
Even simple changes, like 
changing a color, can result 
in improved results for the 
product. (MPFphotography/
Shutterstock)

USER ENGAGEMENT SCORES
A more attitudinal research method for understanding the performance of 
your product is to ask users how they feel a�er using it. One way to do so is by 
using CSAT, or customer satisfaction, scores (FIGURE 2.12). �is method asks 
users to rate whether their expectations have been met a�er using the prod-
uct. You can take those ratings and average them to determine how satis�ed 
users are a�er using a product.

Since this is the �rst stage of the design thinking process, you’ll want to 
conduct background research. �at means you’ll need to understand who the 
users are, and what currently exists to help them.

For the student progress dashboard redesign project at Kaplan, we conducted 
summative research as well. A�er we launched the redesign, we spoke with 
teachers to hear more of their thoughts about the product. We tracked the 
performance of the platform, such as which features were being used more 

5 www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/feb/05/why-google-engineers-designers
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than others. We also collected user-engagement scores in a process like the 
survey in Figure 2.12.

FIGURE 2.12 A sur-
vey that asks for user 
engagement scores.

Research Is an Ongoing Process
User research can happen at any stage in your product’s lifecycle. You may 
need to understand more about the problem you’re trying to solve—if so, 
conduct background research. If you’re wondering whether people can use 
your solution, conduct usability research. If you’re more curious about how 
your product is performing, conduct ROI research.

Truthfully, you should be doing all three types of research for your products. 
Learning more about our users and how you can help them with their goals is 
an ongoing process that allows you to make the best solutions you can for the 
people you design for.

SURVEYS
One primary way you can understand more about users and empathize with 
them is to hear their stories, their thoughts, their wants and needs by asking 
them questions about their opinions and experiences. Surveys are a perfect 
tool for us to do so. In this section, we’ll cover surveys—what they are, how 
to write them, and how to use them in the empathize step of the design 
thinking process.
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What Is a Survey?
In the context of design, a UX research survey is a set of questions sent to a 
targeted group of users that probes their attitudes and preferences. Users are 
asked questions in a form, and those questions help us understand informa-
tion about our product, an industry, or users’ attitudes toward something 
(remember that surveys are attitudinal in nature, as opposed to behavioral).

You use research surveys for two purposes:

• To gain information about users (qualitative or quantitative)

• To recruit potential users for research (user interviews, usability 
studies, and so on)

For both purposes, surveys can be very valuable as a scalable form of 
research. It’s di�cult to invest time talking to each user and asking them 
questions; with surveys, you can send a link to a large number of people and 
get a lot of data quickly with low e�ort. �ere’s an initial investment, but it 
pays dividends once you do the work to create the survey.

To make a survey, and to make it well, you need to consider the steps to 
conducting survey-based research.

Start with an Objective
Surveys begin with a research objective. What is the purpose of the survey? 
Why do you need to use this research method to obtain the information (or 
users) you’re looking for? What do you hope to gain by opening a survey? And 
how will you analyze your responses? You need a research plan so you’re well 
prepared for recruiting participants and analyzing your results.

Ask Questions Around the Objective
Once you know the point of your study, you can ask questions around it. Your 
questions should be focused on that objective—don’t ask questions that do 
not directly support your objective.

For example, if you are trying to learn about ride-share app habits, do you 
need to know the average annual income of your users? Do you need to know 
their age? Or their ethnicity? You may be tempted to ask questions you think 
would help you build a pro�le of your users, but each question you ask makes 
it harder for your users to complete your survey. Stick to the crucial questions 
that support your objective.
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Recruit Participants
Once your survey has a good structure, you can research people for your 
study. How will you �nd participants? Do you have an email list you can send 
a link through? Do you have a product with the ability to survey your users 
within it? Do you have any company (or personal) social media accounts 
that you could post to? Any of these methods could be appropriate for your 
research—the purpose is to get participants, ideally ones who are your target 
users, though sometimes you can be a little more relaxed about who you send 
surveys to (such as for a usability study).

Analyze Responses
Once you’ve sent your survey and received enough responses, you can use 
those responses as a data set. Some survey providers, like Google Forms, pro-
vide data visualizations for each question you ask, which you can use to form 
opinions about your users and better empathize. �ese responses can inform 
your opinion of who you want to design for, in�uence your ideation, and even 
help you determine certain people to interview.

Reach Out to Key Participants
As you look at your responses, you may �nd certain participants who would 
be great candidates to follow up with for an interview. You can contact these 
respondents and ask if they would be open to speaking with you about some 
additional questions. In fact, there is a subset of surveys, called screener 
surveys, that are designed to �lter for appropriate candidates to do individual 
research with (like a user interview).

With a good understanding of how to structure a survey, let’s look at how you 
can structure questions.

Survey Question Types
Broadly speaking, a survey can have two types of questions:

• Closed-response questions

• Open-response questions

Closed-Response Questions
Closed-response questions are those that o�er users a limited number of pos-
sible answers. �e set of possible answers is “closed” and is de�ned by you, 
the researcher.

AUTHOR’S NOTE I send 
surveys for my personal 
projects via social media. 
I use LinkedIn, Slack, and 
Discord design groups that 
I belong to, and I ask my 
friends if they’d like to be 
involved.

AUTHOR’S NOTE I like 
to include a question at 
the end of all my surveys 
asking if the respondent is 
open to participating in a 
10-to-15-minute call. That 
way, I can more easily 
follow up with respondents 
I want to interview.

CHAPTER 2 USING EMPATHY AS A DESIGN TOOL 77



�e example questions in FIGURE 2.13 are closed. �e two questions have a 
set number of response possibilities, all of which were written and decided by 
the researcher. In this example, the researcher is seeking a speci�c informa-
tion point about participants and is using these questions to �lter users into 
categories around that point. For example, this researcher may want to see 
the patterns of people who shop online “o�en.” In that case, they may want 
to look only at responses from those who shop online once a month. If that’s 
the case, the researcher would �lter out responses from users who select the 
responses that are longer than one month.

Closed-response questions are quantitative in nature. �ey lack context, 
motivation, or cause, but they are easy to visualize and simple for participants 
to answer (they click a button rather than write a response). 

Closed-response questions are usually easy to identify—they have check 
boxes or radio buttons and are usually multiple choice.

Open-Response Questions
�e opposite of the closed-response question is the open-response question, 
for which users can provide whatever answer they feel is appropriate. �e set 

FIGURE 2.13 Two examples 
of closed questions. Closed 
questions can be single 
response (radio buttons) or 
multiple response (check 
boxes). 
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of possible answers is open and is de�ned by your users, who provide answers 
in the words they think are best.

�e example questions in FIGURE 2.14 are “open,” as they allow users to 
provide whatever answer they feel is appropriate. Here, the researcher is 
a teacher looking to learn what the class understood from the lesson. �e 
teacher has no way of knowing what students speci�cally learned and, as a 
result, needs them to say what they understood. Here, the teacher is seeking 
feedback from students, and it’s up to the students to provide that feedback. 
�e teacher would use the results of the survey to better adjust educational 
materials, or revisit concepts in class that a lot of students say they didn’t 
understand.

Open-response questions are qualitative in nature. Answer responses contain 
behavior around an action, or how a user thinks about a problem. �ey’re 
excellent at getting users to describe the situation in their own words, which 
�ows nicely into persona work or advocating for users when building your 
product. But because the answers aren’t organized into a system (like they are 
with closed questions), they take a lot longer to analyze and are harder to sort. 

You can recognize an open-response question in a survey by looking for text 
boxes. �ese input �elds are the primary way researchers structure open-
response questions.

FIGURE 2.14 Several 
open-response questions 
that ask the user to input 
information rather than 
select from a set of prede-
termined answers.
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Survey Best Practices
When writing your own surveys, you should keep in mind some best prac-
tices to ensure you get quality and quantity responses.

Ask “Easy” Questions
Users will need to navigate your entire survey. If you ask complicated ques-
tions, or ones that are long or have a lot of responses to choose from, you are 
at risk of overwhelming your users. Questions should be easy to understand 
and easy to answer.

Ask “Neutral” Questions
Questions should be asked in a neutral way, to avoid assuming an answer 
or introducing bias. If you ask, “What is great about our product?” you are 
assuming your product is great (users might not think so). If you instead ask, 
“What do you think about our product?” you remove that bias and will get a 
di�erent quality to the responses.

Cover All Conditions
When structuring closed-response questions, you need to think through the 
logic of those questions. Make sure you have every answer choice in your set 
of responses, or else you may alienate users who don’t �t into your choices.

Let’s revisit the closed-response question from before (FIGURE 2.15). �ink 
about our question with the last answer choice removed. If you did so, the 
survey question would be comprehensive but would miss out on any user who 
doesn’t shop online every two months. Perhaps you don’t want to know more 
about that user, but you should still include that option as a response.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
Although you should be 
neutral in your questions to 
avoid intentionally direct-
ing your user’s feedback, 
you can still ask the ques-
tions “What do you like?” 
and “What do you dislike?” 
as they give good general 
feedback about the user’s 
sentiment.

FIGURE 2.15 When using 
closed-response questions, 
make sure every logical 
possibility is covered. What 
if a respondent shops online 
every day? What if they 
never shop online? We’ve 
covered all logical possibili-
ties by structuring the ques-
tion in this way. 
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Keep It Short
Be mindful of how long your survey is. �e longer your survey, the lower your 
completion rates will be. Write shorter surveys to have better completion 
rates. �is is why it’s crucial to ask the most important, most relevant ques-
tions for what you’re trying to learn. Even a single wasted question will a�ect 
how many people complete your survey.

Show Progress
If you can, use a tool that allows users to view their progress when taking the 
survey. Knowing how long a survey will take will improve your completion 
rates for users who begin your survey, as users will have an understanding of 
how much time they must spend on it. Tools like Google Forms, Qualtrics, 
and Typeform are good at displaying completion rates for respondents as they 
�ll out the survey.

Test It
As with all your designs, you should test your survey before inviting users to 
complete it. As you should for a prototype, test your survey internally or with 
a small segment of people before sharing it widely with the public. Does the 
survey behave as you expect it to? Did you leave out crucial questions? Do 
some questions feel incorrectly written? �is is the perfect time to make sure 
what you wrote works.

Survey Bias
When you’re creating and distributing surveys, be mindful of introducing 
bias. Bias can adjust the quality of responses and result in you drawing con-
clusions from research that are incorrect or don’t accurately represent the 
users. �ere are various forms of bias—how you write your questions, how 
you distribute your surveys, and how you interpret your results.

LEADING QUESTIONS
Priming occurs when you write questions in a way that leads users to an 
answer choice. Imagine you list all your website’s service options in a ques-
tion and ask users which ones they use. �en in the next question, you ask 
users if your website is robust and has a lot of options. You’re introducing bias 
in this test—you just showed users all your options and then asked if you have 
a lot of options. Instead, �ip the order of these questions—�rst ask if users 

AUTHOR’S NOTE I like 
sharing my survey with a 
team member and asking 
them to fill it out to get 
some good feedback on 
how other people will 
interpret it.
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think you have a lot of options, then ask which options they use. It may look 
like a small change, but it’s important to avoid that type of bias in your study.

DOUBLE-BARRELED QUESTIONS
Double-barreled questions ask two things at the same time. Each question 
should elicit a single response to make it clearer and easier for your users and 
to avoid bundling answers together. For example, if you ask, “Do you want 
to buy jeans and a T-shirt?” you exclude users who want to buy one of those 
items but not both.

UNDERCOVERAGE
Undercoverage occurs when you send out a survey and miss a percentage 
of the population in the results. For example, think of telephone surveys. 
It’s common to survey people’s opinions of political candidates by calling 
landlines and questioning the people who respond. �is technique, how-
ever, misses any person who doesn’t have a landline or who screens their 
phone calls.

To avoid undercoverage, try to send surveys to multiple locations.

NONRESPONSE
Nonresponse bias occurs when you send out a survey and the people who 
choose to complete it are meaningfully di�erent from the people who don’t. 
Perhaps the people who are inclined to complete the survey have a di�erent 
personality type or set of opinions, which would a�ect the results meaning-
fully. Consider census data, for example, where non-respondents may be in 
a di�erent economic situation than respondents. Or perhaps they could be 
digital nomads, traveling from city to city without a permanent address or 
one that they check o�en.

It’s hard to avoid all types of bias. But being aware of them will allow you to 
best structure your surveys and to best search for people to take them.

Recruiting Participants
Once the survey is ready to go and you are con�dent about its structure and 
content, you can begin to �nd people to talk with. �ere are many methods 
of recruitment—some more feasible than others, depending on your working 
situation.

AUTHOR’S NOTE Recruit-
ing the right participants 
has a lot of nuances. It 
varies widely, depending 
on the product, audience, 
and questions you want 
answered. As a result, it’s 
very challenging to have 
a one-size-fits-all survey. 
Try to find people that fit 
the parameters of who 
you are designing for and 
what you want to know.
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Current Users
One of the best ways to get feedback about your product is to ask the people 
who currently use it. �ey have the most context and are the most invested in 
your product to provide quality feedback about it. You can �nd these users by 
putting links in your product to surveys or emailing your users through the 
product itself.

Social Media
Social media is the best way to get feedback for your personal projects or 
if you have a limited research budget. Posting your survey on LinkedIn, 
through Slack or Discord groups, or through other social media channels can 
get participants quite easily. �e quality of these participants is uncertain, 
however, since you lack the context of their experience with your product 
(and you don’t know if they even �t into your user demographics). �is is a 
method that’s valuable for fast and easy research, however, and one that is 
common among students especially.

Recruitment Services
If you have an extensive research budget, this option can help ensure qual-
ity participants. Services like Maze, UserTesting.com, and more can �nd 
users for you based on a set of parameters you provide. You can �lter by age, 
income, product usage, or professional industry to target more speci�c users. 
�is also allows you to avoid asking these types of questions in the survey 
itself, which gives you more time to ask the questions you really want to know 
the answers to.

Online Advertisements
As with the social media approach, you can take out ads asking for users to 
complete your surveys. Sometimes paired with compensation, this method 
is the widest-reaching one for �nding users—which puts the quality of your 
survey at risk. Still, it’s a possible method that research teams with the budget 
to do so employ.
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Survey Example
With all this in mind, let’s look at an example survey created for a student 
project to understand user opinions regarding electronics e-commerce.

�e survey begins with some simple logistical information: name and email 
(FIGURE 2.16). �ese pieces of information are relevant for us to reach out to 
this individual should we want to conduct an interview.

FIGURE 2.16 The first two 
questions of our survey. 
They’re easy, not too commit-
tal, and logistically important. 

Next, we ask about online shopping behavior—here (FIGURE 2.17), we want 
to �lter for people who shop online o�en, as they are the target audience and 
more familiar with online shopping.

FIGURE 2.17 A closed, 
single-response question.

Next, we ask about purchasing habits (FIGURE 2.18). We want to avoid prim-
ing users or leading them to a speci�c response, so even though we care only 
about electronics purchases, we add other types of goods here as well to avoid 
that type of bias. We are most interested in the electronics purchases, such as 
a computer or TV.

AUTHOR’S NOTE If you 
work for a large organi-
zation, you may be able 
to pull some of this from 
your company’s databases 
and avoid asking a few of 
these preliminary demo-
graphic questions. It’ll save 
your users time filling out 
the survey.
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FIGURE 2.18 A closed, 
multiple-response 
question. 

Next, we ask about the device used to make the purchase (FIGURE 2.19). 
We care mostly about desktop devices for the design problem, so we are 
trying to �lter for that device.

FIGURE 2.19 Another 
closed, multiple-response 
question.

Next, we ask about the stores (FIGURE 2.20) used to make the purchase. In 
this project, we are trying to redesign Best Buy’s website, so we hope to speak 
to users who have used that site before. However, we’re still open to talk with 
people who use other sites, so it all depends on how users respond to this 
question.
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FIGURE 2.20 A closed, 
multiple-response question 
to determine the stores 
where the respondent 
makes purchases.

Lastly, we want to know whether the user is open to conducting a usability 
test with us during a certain time range—we had a tight research timeline 
for this project and needed to talk with people immediately. We prescreen for 
users willing to speak to us (FIGURE 2.21) so we don’t waste time asking them 
and waiting for a response from someone uninterested.

FIGURE 2.21 A closed, 
single-response ques-
tion to determine the 
receptiveness to an 
interview.

�is survey was sent out via social media, and a�er 30 participants took it, 
we found enough people for us to talk with directly for our research.

Using methods like these will enable you to conduct your own research, 
no matter the problem you are trying to solve.

Let’s Do It!
Now that we’ve covered what makes a good survey, let’s make one for our-
selves! Remember that the problem space you want to apply design thinking 
to is solo travel—what can you do to encourage or otherwise support solo 
travel? You want to enrich and improve the lives of solo travelers. 

To do so, you need to understand more about the solo traveler. Who are they? 
What do they want? What do they need? What are their goals? 
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To do this, you need to �nd solo travelers and talk with them.

To �nd solo travelers, one method to use is the survey. If you create a survey 
and distribute it to the public, you can �nd solo travelers to speak with and 
ask them about their experiences.

Your task? Create a screener survey for solo travelers. To do this, keep the 
tenets of good survey design in mind:

• Be neutral. Don’t lead users toward one answer or another.

• Be short. Don’t ask too many questions, or people won’t �ll out 
your survey.

• Ask easy questions. Survey respondents shouldn’t have to think too 
hard when answering questions, and they shouldn’t be writing essays. 
Save the harder questions for the actual interviews.

Remember, you are screening for participants. �e survey should be designed 
to �nd great people to talk with, not to answer all your questions.

You can use whatever platform you like, but I recommend Google Forms for 
simplicity, cost, and the ability to share with others.

PREPARING FOR USER INTERVIEWS
One of the primary ways you learn from others when designing is by talking 
with them about their opinions and experiences. You do this through user 
interviews—a technique that allows you to have a conversation with users, 
learn their goals and frustrations, and hear stories about their experiences. 
You then use the data generated this way to move forward in the design pro-
cess, creating design artifacts that help you empathize with users as you start 
to think about solutions.

So much of design thinking involves designing for other people. Imagine 
yourself in a scenario and think about what you would do in that scenario, but 
you must remember that you aren’t the user. Although you may have opinions 
about a situation, you can’t assume that your wants and needs are the same 
as those of the people you are designing for. �e best way to understand the 
target audience is to learn from them directly.

Let’s take a closer look at what a user interview is and how to prepare for one.

AUTHOR’S NOTE Refer 
to the “Surveys” section of 
Chapter 2 in the appendix 
for examples to compare 
your survey with.
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What Is a User Interview?
A user interview is a research method in which a researcher asks a participant 
questions with the intent to uncover information regarding that participant’s 
behavior and preferences. User interviews are a great way to collect insights 
directly from users, one on one. �ey can be done at multiple stages of the 
design process, depending on where your team is at and what you’re trying to 
learn. Most commonly, they are done at the beginning of the design thinking 
process, when you are trying to empathize and understand the users.

Generally speaking, a user interview consists of the following elements:

• A facilitator to conduct the interview

• A participant to provide information during the interview

• A note-taker or note-taking device to capture information from the 
interview

• A script that the facilitator uses to conduct the interview

Each one of these elements helps ensure you are prepared for the conversa-
tion, able to pay full attention to the user, and can capture the data you need 
to move forward in the design thinking process.

How Do You Start Preparing?
To have an e�cient, successful interview, it’s important to do as much prepa-
ration as you can. One way to prepare is by coming up with a list of ques-
tions you have about your users’ experiences. By knowing what questions 
you want to ask in advance of the interview, you can create a well thought-
out, structured interview that gets the most information possible from the 
people you speak with. To do this, you can create something called a user 
interview script.

A user interview script is a list of questions you want to ask research partici-
pants, structured around the topic you wish to understand better. It’s a road-
map, or a set of guidelines, to conduct research and navigate a conversation 
with real users to obtain the information you need to empathize with them 
and design for them.

To build one, align as a team around the questions you want to ask partici-
pants. Debate the pieces of information you need to learn during a conver-
sation so that you are well-prepared to ask the right questions and not waste 
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users’ time or bias the test in any way. By taking the time to build a script, you 
can enter an interview with clear, unbiased, and non-leading questions.

Let’s look at the anatomy of a user interview script.

Introduction
At the beginning of each user interview, take time to introduce yourself. 
Explain who you are, why you’re here today, and the context around what 
you’re working on. Set the expectations for how much time it will take and 
the types of questions you’ll ask. Provide time for your participant to ask any 
questions as well.

Here’s a sample introduction I’ve used before on projects:

Hi there! I’m a designer working at [company] on [product vertical]. I’m 
looking to learn more about your thoughts and opinions on the [industry I 
work in]. I’m going to ask you some questions today about how you inter-
act with [product]. Overall, this should take around [number of minutes]. 
How does that sound? Do you have any questions before we begin?

�e goal at this stage is to make sure the user is comfortable, that expecta-
tions are clear, and that everything is ready to go for the interview.

I also like to add one extra part at the beginning that helps segue into 
the interview and allow the user to feel comfortable with recording the 
conversation:

Great. One last thing—before we begin, would you mind if I record this 
session? It’ll be used only to share internally with my team later.

�is piece is important to ask so that the user is aware they are being 
recorded and gives you their permission to do so. You’re capturing data about 
your users, and it’s respectful to inform users you are doing so and to gain 
their permission before you start recording.

You might think users won’t give you permission if you ask explicitly, but it’s 
the right thing to do, to preserve their wishes and treat their information as 
sensitive. Additionally, in some states, it is illegal to record someone without 
their permission. �ankfully, just about every user I’ve asked this question 
has given me permission—out of all the user interviews I’ve done before, I’ve 
had someone request not to be recorded only once.
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Opening Questions
�ese questions get the interview started. �ey should be easy to answer and 
easy to follow. �ey aren’t typically demographic in nature, as that informa-
tion comes from something like a screener survey. Rather, they’re used to get 
the user comfortable and ready to think about the topics you want to discuss.

What do you do for a living?

Are you familiar with [product]?

How o�en do you use [product]?

�e goal here is to get users warmed up for the interview. �ese questions are 
supposed to be simple, introductory questions that establish rapport with the 
user and get them comfortable with providing answers. A few simple ques-
tions that invite the user to participate and show that you’re listening to their 
responses opens the interview for deeper questions (and responses) later.

�ese questions also frame the user interview, as they get the user to start 
thinking about the product and how they use it.

Specific Questions
A�er the users are comfortable and thinking about the main topic, ask ques-
tions that allow you to better empathize and design. �ese are the questions 
that help inform the features, the product you want to make, or how you can 
better solve the users’ problems.

Imagine you were working on a payments product and trying to understand 
more about users’ behaviors around making donations. You seek to under-
stand how people �nd and donate to charitable causes. To do so, you need 
to learn more about the speci�cs around these topics—how do people �nd 
them? How o�en, in general, do they donate to them? What motivates them 
to donate, and why? You could ask several di�erent questions, like so:

How do you usually discover causes to donate toward?

When was the last time you donated to a cause?

What motivates you to donate to a cause?

Additionally, you may have research goals around creating campaigns for 
causes, not just discovering and donating to them. You can probe into this 
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behavior, with the goal of creating a marketplace for people to create causes 
and for others to �nd and donate to them:

Have you ever created a campaign for people to donate toward?

How did you promote your campaign?

What would encourage you to create a campaign?

Closing Remarks
At the end of the interview, it’s important to provide a few minutes to wrap 
things up and give the space for any information you didn’t plan to discover. 
To do so, you will want to invite the user to share anything they haven’t yet. 
End the interview with the question: 

Is there anything else you’d like to share with us?

�is will allow you to learn about new pieces of information you may want to 
explore in your research. If a user responds with:

Yes, I’d love to tell you about this product I use all the time…

�en you have a new source of inspiration you can look at for your ideation, 
a step that occurs later in the design thinking process. Give users the space to 
tell you about unprompted information. Great questions to ask at the end of 
an interview include:

Is there anything else you’d like to share with us?

Is there anything we didn’t talk about today?

What’s one thing I didn’t mention yet that I should know about?

Once the interview is over, thank your users for their time, and take some 
time on your end to review your notes or write down any observations that 
stood out in your mind during the interview. Ideally, you’ll have another 
person taking notes, you’ll record the session, or both so that you can review 
it later.

Question Quality
To help scripts be as e�ective as possible, you should consider the quality of 
questions and how you structure them, to achieve the best information possi-
ble from users so that you may help them.
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Open-ended
Open-ended questions are crucial for getting the most information out of 
users. �ey require elaboration and can’t be answered as easily as a binary 
question. Look at the following question:

Do you like our product?

What are the possible responses here? A user will answer the question—yes 
or no. Did that give you enough information? Do you know more about their 
preferences or attitudes? Unfortunately, these types of questions don’t add 
enough to give you more context and need to be elaborated on. Usually, you’ll 
have to follow up with “why” to get more information.

Let’s improve it:

What do you like about our product?

Now, it’s more open ended. It requires the user to think and say what they 
like. �is question will give you more information.

Unbiased
Questions should avoid biasing users’ responses. Instead of assuming a cer-
tain quality or attribute about a situation or attitude, remain neutral—and the 
questions should as well. Consider the previous question:

What do you like about our product?

Sounds pretty innocent—it is an open-ended question about the user’s atti-
tude toward the product. However, this question already assumes part of the 
answer—that our product is liked.

Let’s improve it:

What do you think about our product?

Now, that bias is gone—the user may not like it. Maybe they don’t like any-
thing about the product. �at’s information you need to know! �is gives the 
user the opportunity to share what’s on the top of their mind, rather than stay 
in the con�nes of a liked aspect of the product.

Past Experiences
By nature, user interviews are attitudinal. You are asking questions about 
how users feel, what they perceive, and what they think about situations and 
experiences. You get data about their current state of thinking.

AUTHOR’S NOTE You 
don’t have to already have 
a product to do user inter-
views. For example, you 
could ask about a user’s 
situation instead of their 
use of a product. Write 
interview questions that 
help you get the answers 
you’re looking for.
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However, it can be advantageous to ask users to recall how they acted, to gain 
context around their use cases. Getting users to think about the last time they 
took an action will get them to think about the situation, and the context 
around that situation, which will improve the quality of the information you 
get from them.

Consider the question from before:

What do you think about our product?

�is is a good interview question, and one you should ask, but let’s toss 
another question in front of it:

Could you tell me about the last time you used our product?

Here, you are asking users to imagine a scenario in which they used the 
product—in this case, the last time they used it. �ey’ll think deeply of that 
experience, trying to recall the goal they had, the steps they took, and the 
outcome. By asking this question �rst, then asking what they think about it, 
they’ll be able to recall their most recent experiences with the product infor-
mation you’ll want to know.

How Can You Structure the Script?
People always want to know how many questions to ask in an interview. Too 
few and you waste a lot of opportunity to learn the answers you wish to know. 
Too many and you run out of time or fail to go deep enough into behaviors 
and desires to get great data. 

I �nd it’s good to work backward from the questions I have and how long the 
interview will be. I like to approach my interviewing �exibly, with enough 
content to make the interview worth it but not so much content that I fail to 
gain answers to my most critical questions.

Generally, I structure interviews like so:

1. Have a core set of your most important questions. �ese are your big-
gest, deepest unanswered curiosities, which will represent the bulk of 
your interview time.

2. Have a set of follow-up questions to your most important questions. 
�ese allow you to probe more deeply in case your core questions don’t 
reveal enough data.

AUTHOR’S NOTE If you 
didn’t have a product to 
work on and instead were 
curious about behavior 
more generally, you could 
ask something like “Tell 
me about the last time you 
experienced .”
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3. Have a set of backup questions. �ese are things you’re curious about but 
are secondary to the most important unanswered areas for your research.

I then structure my interview script around my core questions, with 
follow-up questions for the core questions should I need them, and backup 
questions to help probe for ancillary wants and needs. It would look some-
thing like this:

1. Greetings

2. Permission to record

3. Icebreaker/easy-to-answer question

4. Core question 1
  Follow-up

5. Core question 2
  Follow-up

6. Core question 3
  Follow-up

7. Core question 4
  Follow-up

8. Core question 5
  Follow-up

9. Backup question 1

10. Backup question 2

11. Backup question 3

12. Final thoughts

If I make it through all my script, great! If not, that’s OK too—I got most core 
questions answered because I put them �rst.

Structuring the script in this way allows for multiple interviewee participa-
tion styles:

• If the participant talks too little, I have enough content to �ll the 
interview and follow-up questions to promote dialogue.

• If the participant talks too much, I prioritize the main content and 
if I don’t hit the extra content, that’s not a big deal.
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I like having a short, simple warmup question to start most interviews. �is 
helps ease the participant into the interview, breaks the ice so the participant 
feels more comfortable, and sets the tone for the conversation. Having an 
easy-to-answer question at the start gives the participant con�dence in their 
answers and loosens them up to be more candid for later questions.

I also like to structure my scripts so the participant isn’t jumping around 
mentally. I’ll group related ideas and make sure the script �ows between 
ideas naturally, rather than jump around between similar concepts. Asking 
a participant to recall an answer from two questions ago adds cognitive load 
and confuses them. I like to keep the script �owing between related concepts 
rather than ask about a thing, ask about a new thing, and then go back to the 
old thing.

It looks something like this:

1. Greetings

2. Permission to record

3. Concept 1

4. Concept 2 (builds o� 1)

5. Concept 3 (builds o� 2)

6. Concept 4 (unrelated to any previous concepts)

7. Concept 5 (builds o� 4)

8. …

�is way, each question �ows into the next (and sometimes builds o� the 
previous) so that the participant logically proceeds from one step of the inter-
view to the next—just like a product experience I would design for them.

As for the number of questions to ask, that depends on how much time you 
have and how complicated your questions are. I can’t give a general answer 
that will cover all use cases, but a good rule of thumb for a 30-minute inter-
view is six to eight core questions and as many backups as you’d like. Setup 
and �nal thoughts take a few minutes, and you don’t want the interview to 
feel rushed, so expect to get good answers to six to eight of the questions 
you have. 
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Prepare Beforehand for a Smooth, 
Well-Structured Interview
By preparing and putting thought into your script—the way you ask ques-
tions, the language in those questions, and the order to those questions—you 
can construct a well thought-out, well-�owing script to interview users with.

Let’s Do It!
Now that you’ve seen how to create a user interview script, let’s make one 
for our project. Remember that the problem space you want to apply design 
thinking to is solo travel—what can you do to encourage or otherwise support 
solo travel? You want to enrich and improve the lives of solo travelers. 

To do so, you need to understand more about the solo traveler. What are their 
wants, their needs, their frustrations? Why do they travel alone? What stops 
them from doing so?

To understand more about their experiences, you need to talk with solo 
travelers. With your screener survey, you were able to �nd good candidates 
to speak with. Now, you want to ask them all your questions.

Take some time to think about what questions you have for solo travelers. 
Do you want to know why they travel alone? Perhaps how they travel alone? 
What about the di�erence between traveling alone versus in a group? �ese 
are all valid questions to have in mind for conversations with solo travelers.

Your task is to create a user interview script that you will use to talk with the 
solo travelers you found via your screener survey. 

Remember to keep the tenets of good interview scripts in mind:

• Ask permission to record and remind participants that conversations 
are private.

• Keep questions open-ended and unbiased. Don’t assume answers and 
put those assumptions into your questions.

• Make sure your questions have a �ow to them—try to think of a logical 
progression to your questions, and make sure you group themes into 
similar sections in your script.

AUTHOR’S NOTE Refer 
to the “Interview Script” 
section of Chapter 2 in the 
appendix for examples to 
compare your survey with.
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CONDUCTING USER INTERVIEWS
Once you’ve put together the user interview script, you’re �nally ready to 
start talking to users. Hopefully, you �nd users to speak with via the screener 
survey or another recruitment method that homes in on �nding the ideal can-
didate, but you can also ask friends, family, or strangers, provided you think 
they will be representative of the target users. 

A�er you schedule interviews, start having the conversations that will 
establish the backbone of research e�orts and �lter into future design 
thinking work.

Finding Participants
Finding the right users to interview is crucial. Since design thinking builds 
o� itself as you move through each step in the process, the users you speak 
with become the foundation of the product you build. �us, it’s ideal if you 
�nd the “right” people to speak with.

Who are the right people, though? �at’s up to you and your team to decide. 
Who do you want to target? Are you building a mobile recipe app? �en 
you’ll probably want to talk to people who cook a lot or are interested in 
cooking but are blocked in some way. Are you building a learning dashboard? 
�en you’ll want to talk with students, or with teachers who would manage 
those dashboards. Try to think of the ideal types of people who would use 
and love the product you want to build.

What about the right number of people? For user interviews, this isn’t clear. 
For complex persona work, for example, you need to talk with a lot of peo-
ple to develop a robust, clear understanding of the market and your users. 
Unfortunately, most teams don’t have the time or money to invest in this. For 
quicker projects, you can make proto-personas, or archetypes of your users, 
with just a handful of interviews. To start, I’d recommend at least six—that 
should give you enough data to work with when analyzing your results. If 
you’re looking for more nuanced details for your personas, I’d recommend 
somewhere from 15 to 20 participants.

A�er you have an idea of who and how many people to interview, you need 
to �nd them. You can do that in a few ways.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
Although they may not be 
the “ideal” users, friends 
and family can be a great 
resource when conducting 
the design thinking pro-
cess for a personal project.

AUTHOR’S NOTE I’ve 
had teachers tell me they 
speak to no fewer than 
100 people to develop 
personas for clients. This is 
deep, high-level research 
best handled by specific 
client engagements and 
dedicated research teams 
in multiyear projects. You 
don’t need that many 
interviews to get a sense of 
how you can help people 
and where to start.
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Surveys
Sending out screener surveys is an e�ective way to �nd users to interview. 
You can write a survey that is structured to home in on the ideal user. If you 
have an idea of your users—such as that they shop online o�en—then you can 
write a survey and include questions about shopping habits. You can reach 
out to the users who indicate that they shop a lot.

It’s common to send out screener surveys that answer high-level questions 
you have about the market (perhaps how o�en people take a certain behav-
ior) and gain some information about market trends. For the users who seem 
promising, bring them in to talk. It’s a two-tiered approach to getting really 
good information.

It’s common to receive surveys in emails, on websites, and even in special-
ized groups via Slack, Discord, or message forums. When researching your 
project, you can do the same. Try to �nd the communities that could have 
the users you want. If you want to interview writers, try looking at common 
blogging sites like Medium. To talk with gamers, you can hop onto popular 
Discord servers and drop a link to your survey to see who answers.

Social Media
You can �nd the popular communities for your users and post to social media 
asking for user interview participants. If you want to �nd people who like 
guitar, you could head to Facebook and post to guitar groups.

Alternatively, if you have a social media presence, you can ask your friends 
and family to participate in research to help you. �is is a common method 
for students, for example, who may not have the budget or network to a�ord 
compensating individuals for their time.

Recruitment Services
To recruit users, you can also rely on companies like UserTesting.com, 
Mechanical Turk, or Maze. �ese companies �nd users for you, for a fee. 
Although potentially costly, they help �lter for demographic information, 
which lets you home in on the best user possible. Additionally, the user 
population has already opted in to being involved in research, so you know 
that whoever passes your criteria will want to be involved in a research study. 
Since user interviews are so crucial to the entire design thinking process, it’s 
common to make the investment upfront to get the best quality you can.
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Guerilla Testing
On the opposite end of the spectrum of targeted service-driven user recruit-
ment is guerilla testing. �is is a do-it-yourself approach to recruitment—you 
go to a physical location where your target users congregate and talk with 
them yourself.

If you know you want to talk with avid book readers, go to a bookstore and 
�nd strangers willing to answer a few questions. Or perhaps you want to talk 
with nature lovers—go to a park.

�is method has the highest variability, because you don’t know if the willing 
people will be good interview candidates. However, it’s a faster way to get 
results and a low-cost way to do so.

Each method of recruitment has its pros and cons and can be valid depending 
on your time, budget, and comfort level. Once you have your users, the next 
step is to conduct the interview.

Interviewing Your Participants
A�er all your preparation, it’s time to interview! �is is one of the most 
exciting parts of the process—when you speak directly to the people you want 
to help. It can be challenging to have these conversations because there are so 
many ways to navigate them, and it takes practice to become good at doing 
interviews.

Your users are probably nervous too! You’re about to ask them a bunch of 
potentially personal questions about what they do and what they think, and 
they might not know what to expect.

Luckily, you can do some things to make this process easier.

Make Sure Users Are Comfortable
At the beginning of the conversation, ensure your users are comfortable. Ask-
ing if they want any water or need anything before the interview starts can go 
a long way toward making them more comfortable.

If your users aren’t comfortable, the conversation will be awkward, and it 
will be di�cult to learn from them. Start by asking them how they are doing 
today, then explain the interview process:

Hi there! I’m [name], and I’m working on a problem to better understand 
[issue]. How are you doing today?
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We’re meeting today to discuss your experiences with [issue]. We’re going 
to spend around [amount of time] talking. Do you have any questions for 
me before we begin?

Capture Audio/Video
To make sure you capture all the information revealed during the interview, 
record the conversation. If you can, you can avoid taking notes. �is has a 
powerful, subtle e�ect—you can focus completely on the conversation and 
the user, fully engaging them in the interview, rather than focus on taking 
notes or writing down a quote. Ideally, there is both a notetaker and a facili-
tator present, but you can get by with just yourself and rely on technology to 
record the conversation.

When recording a conversation, make sure you have your user’s permission:

Would you mind if I record our conversation? It will be helpful to have a 
record to refer to. I promise that I’ll use it only for internal purposes, to 
share with my team and re�ect on, and it won’t be used publicly.

Ask Why/Clarifying a Response
When asking questions from your script, it’s easy to stick to each question 
and move through it, like going down a shopping list. However, make sure 
you have received a satisfactory answer to your question before proceeding 
to the next one. If you don’t fully understand a user’s motivation behind an 
answer, you need to ask for clari�cation. Simply asking “why?” can get you 
that clarity.

Imagine the following conversation:

Do you like our app?

“Yes!

Perfect! Moving on…

�e interviewer missed an opportunity to learn why the user likes the app. 
Knowing that reason helps you probe into motivation, attitudes, and feelings 
around the behaviors and opinions you seek to understand. Let’s see what 
could happen if you follow up on that response.

Do you like our app?

Yes!
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Interviewer pauses for a moment… why do you like our app?

Because it’s easy to use!

…Why is it easy to use?

Because I understand where everything’s placed, and it’s just there, 
ready for me to use!

Ah, OK, great!

Another tactic you can use in place of asking why is silence. If you don’t say 
anything, your participant may feel compelled to �ll that silence with more 
information.

Do you like our app?

Yes!

………

...because it’s easy to use!

………

...I understand where everything’s placed and it’s just there, ready for me 
to use!

Ah, OK, great!

User interviews are really challenging to do, and to do well. To see an exam-
ple of a talented researcher (FIGURE 2.22) in action, check out this great video 
where a researcher speaks with a participant about her experiences (www.
youtube.com/watch?v=eNMTJTnrTQQ).

FIGURE 2.22
A demonstration of a qualitative 
interview done well. (Studio 8/
Pearson Education Ltd)
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After the Interview
Once the interview concludes, thank your participant for their time. If there’s 
any follow-up, like payment, make sure you have a plan for that as well.

As for the content of the interview, you can do a few things to make it easier 
for you to analyze your results.

Take Notes Post Interview
Immediately a�er the interview, write down key observations. �e conver-
sation is still fresh in your mind, and you’ll want to highlight things. Some 
shorthand notes of where to look back, or overall impressions, will help 
you later.

Transcribe Audio into Text
Once you have the recording from the interview, it can be di�cult to tran-
scribe that information into design thinking artifacts like transcripts and pull 
quotes (which are really valuable for highlighting key insights from the con-
versation). Using audio transcription services like Otter.ai6 make this process 
a lot faster and will help you pull information once you’re ready to synthesize 
all your interviews.

Let’s Do It!
Let’s start �nding some users to talk with for our project! You have the 
screener survey and the script. Now, you can send out that screener survey 
(if you haven’t already) to various forums and social media channels to start 
�nding users to talk to. 

Alternatively, if you want to spend a bit of money to �nd users, feel free to 
use some of the other resources discussed in this chapter to recruit users, like 
UserTesting.com7 or another recruitment service. 

�e goal of this activity is to speak to users for our project. Schedule six to 
eight interviews and start having conversations with your target users.

To make the interviews more successful and capture good data, try the 
following:

• Be polite and explain the purpose of the interview—that you are look-
ing to learn more about solo travelers and their experiences.

6 www.otter.ai/
7 http://usertesting.com/

AUTHOR’S NOTE I like to 
schedule interviews with 
10- to 15-minute breaks 
between them so I have 
time to reflect on a com-
pleted interview and write 
down my most important 
observations. This helps 
me highlight the important 
parts of the last interview 
while adjusting the script 
if needed as I prepare for 
the next one.

AUTHOR’S NOTE What-
ever number you target, I 
recommend adding one 
or two more users to that 
number in case an inter-
view goes poorly, such as 
if you don’t get enough 
data, the user cancels, or 
the user isn’t a good fit for 
your project.
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• Ask permission to record, and remind the participants that conversa-
tions are private.

• Ask follow-up questions if you don’t understand the core reason behind 
a participant’s answer. �e question “why?” or silence a�er a response 
are perfect ways to get users to elaborate further.

• Schedule breaks between your interviews to take notes and prepare for 
the next conversation. Even a few minutes of down time helps you reset 
and focus for the following interview.

AFFINITY MAPPING
Once interviews are complete, you’ll have a lot of data from users. You’ll have 
heard a lot of stories about their experiences and have a good understanding 
of what they want and what they need. But what are you supposed to do with 
all this information? How do you sort it in a way that helps focus and move 
forward in the design thinking process?

Luckily, there is a technique that allows you to take the data from all your 
user interviews and organize that data in a way that helps you understand 
users better. �is process is known as a�nity mapping, and it’s the �nal step 
to paint a clear picture of the types of people you are trying to design for.

What Is Affinity Mapping?
�e purpose of the �rst step of the design thinking process is to empathize. 
You must �nd users, learn more about them, and discover their wants, needs, 
and frustrations. �e goal is to understand them so you can create something 
that helps them.

As a �nal part of the empathize step, you have a good understanding of who 
you are designing for. Here, you take all the user research and combine it into 
something called a persona—a type of person to design for. To do so, you 
need to take insights from the user interviews and search for any themes that 
emerge (FIGURE 2.23). �is process is called a�nity mapping.

A�nity mapping is a way to turn interview notes into insights about users. 
�e process begins by writing observations on sticky notes. You comb 
through user interview transcripts for insights that stood out during the 
interview, like a quote, a behavior, a like, or a dislike. You write each single 
observation on its own sticky note and put that on a wall or whiteboard. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE This 
can also be done with dig-
ital tools if you prefer, such 
as Miro or FigJam. The 
purpose of the exercise 
is to organize similarities 
across different users to 
produce themes.
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Once you have written all the observations from across all the interviews, 
you start the sorting process. Place similar notes into groups. Analyze those 
groups to form insights. Finally, re�ne and reframe the groups as needed 
until you come to a clearer picture of the users.

To watch this process in action, the Nielsen Norman Group has prepared an 
excellent video8 of a real-world a�nity mapping session (they call it a�nity 
diagramming in this video, but it’s the same concept).

Affinity Mapping Process
A�nity mapping is simple. First, write down all the key observations from 
your research.

FIGURE 2.24 shows three participants that were interviewed about a food app, 
for example. �ey answered questions about their pain points, goals, frustra-
tions, and behaviors around cooking. �ose observations became sticky notes 
in the a�nity map.

8 www.youtube.com/watch?v=C4nYxZxteJY&ab_channel=NNgroup

FIGURE 2.23 An affinity 
map, which groups user 
interview data into themes 
that inform our design 
thinking goals.

AUTHOR’S NOTE If you 
choose to do this with 
sticky notes, I recommend 
using a Sharpie and 
writing in all capital letters. 
This will allow you to see 
each note more clearly at 
a glance.
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Participant #1 Participant #2 Participant #3

Likes 
Indian food

Cooks 
every day

Finds 
recipes on 
the Internet

Cooks once 
a week

Finds 
recipes 
from a book

Likes 
Chinese 
food

Finds recipes 
from friends 
and family

Likes pizza Cooks 
multiple 
times a day

Next, take similar concepts and create groupings.

For the food app, we took the individual observations and grouped similar 
ones. FIGURE 2.25 shows observed food preferences, how o�en people cook, 
and where they �nd recipes. �is will help when trying to create someone to 
design for! Trends are developing in the data.

Food preference Frequency Source

Likes 
Indian food

Cooks 
every day

Finds 
recipes on 
the Internet

Cooks once 
a week

Finds 
recipes 
from a book

Likes 
Chinese 
food

Finds recipes 
from friends 
and family

Likes pizza Cooks 
multiple 
times a day

Finally, take those groupings and come up with I statements for each 
category.

In the food app example, we change less empathetic phrases like “frequency” 
or “source” into powerful, user-driven sentiments like “I cook regularly” or 
“I �nd from all over” (FIGURE 2.26). Imagine someone saying these things, 
which is where their power lies. It’s a lot easier to feel for users and be empa-
thetic with these statements. �ey are statements you can de�ne the problem 
to solve with. Perhaps you want to create an app for someone who cooks 
regularly—that’s an aspect you can ideate around. Maybe a food app with 
reminders, or rotating content? �is puts you in an excellent place to eventu-
ally design.

FIGURE 2.24 The first 
step in affinity mapping is 
to write down each obser-
vation for each participant 
and put them on a board.

FIGURE 2.25 The next step 
in affinity mapping is to 
organize observations into 
groupings.
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I like certain food I cook regularly I find from all over

Likes 
Indian food

Cooks 
every day

Finds 
recipes on 
the Internet

Cooks once 
a week

Finds 
recipes 
from a book

Likes 
Chinese 
food

Finds recipes 
from friends 
and family

Likes pizza Cooks 
multiple 
times a day

As you make your clusters, be wary of the distribution of information in 
them. Let’s look at a few potential pitfalls when making groupings.

Too Few Data Points
If you have too few data points, you can’t call it an insight that applies to a 
lot of users. For example, if you interview six people and then create a group 
in the a�nity map that has fewer than three sticky notes, then that observa-
tion doesn’t show up frequently enough. Try putting those observations in 
another group instead.

Too Many Data Points
Similarly, if you have too many data points in a group (more than 10), you can 
probably get more speci�c. It’s possible you’re missing something deeper, or 
you could gain multiple insights instead of the single insight you’re currently 
getting. Try breaking them up into multiple insights by splitting the group.

Too Few Perspectives
If you have a grouping with too many sticky notes from a single source, then 
that insight might not apply to the entire group. Be mindful of having a single 
user interview skew the results of your a�nity map. If a grouping has too 
many of a single user, see if other users can �t into that theme as well, or con-
sider not including that theme in your results (FIGURE 2.27).

Not Sure Where It Goes? Put It in the Parking Lot
If you can’t immediately �nd a home for an observation, that’s OK! Some-
times you’ll see an observation, not be sure where to put it, and feel confused. 
�at’s a natural part of this process.

FIGURE 2.26 The last step 
in affinity mapping is to cre-
ate titles for each grouping. 
The titles become behaviors 
and attributes for the per-
sona—the representation of 
the target user.
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FIGURE 2.27 Examples of group-
ings that could be better sorted in 
an affinity map. Too few observa-
tions in an insight won’t apply for 
everyone. Too many observations 
in an insight can be split out into 
multiple insights. Too many obser-
vations from a single user will lead 
to bias for your persona.

Luckily, there’s a technique called the parking lot to store observations 
temporarily as you decide where they should go. As you sort your data, come 
back to the parking lot from time to time and see if any of those observations 
�t into a category. Over time, you’ll add and remove items from the parking 
lot as you make more sense of your data.

Let’s Do It!
Now that you have the user interview data, you can start to a�nity map that 
data to better understand users. 

To do so, take the observations, put them on sticky notes, and sort those 
sticky notes into themes.

Remember the following advice as you sort your data:

• One observation per sticky note.

• Groupings should have “enough” observations in them to be called 
themes (not too few, not too many, and not all from a single user).

• Write I statements for your insights once your observations have 
been grouped. �ese statements will be helpful for the next step in 
the process.

AUTHOR’S NOTE Refer 
to the “Data Set” section of 
Chapter 2 in the appendix 
for examples to compare 
your data set with.
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AFTER YOU EMPATHIZE, YOU DEFINE
You’ve successfully completed the �rst step in the design thinking process—
to empathize with your users. You’ve done research to understand who 
they are, what they want, what motivates them, and what gets in their way. 
You’ve put together surveys to �nd the right users to talk with, written a 
script to have conversations with them, and �nally had interviews with them 
to uncover those behaviors and needs. You’ve then taken observations from 
those interviews and sorted them into groupings, to develop insights into 
the target users. With that information, you’ll be able to move on to the next 
step in the design thinking process—to de�ne the target user, explore their 
current state, and determine the problem to solve for them. 
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journey map, 123–124, 383–384
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explanation of, 103–104
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practice exercise on, 374–379
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summary advice for, 107
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Agile methodology, 24–27
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situations for choosing, 28–29
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data collection for, 153
de�ning the goal of, 151, 156
explanation of, 149–151
logistics gathering for, 152–153
setting criteria for, 151–152
summarizing results from, 154–155
two styles of, 150–151
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exercises and examples of, 380–391
journey mapping for, 120–128, 382–385
personas used for, 111–119, 380–381
problem statements for, 128–136, 385–386

delivering designs, 311–318
example of, 428–430
exercise related to, 318
explanatory overview of, 311–313
organizing screens for, 314–318
speci�cations and context for, 318
structuring content for, 313–314
tools available for, 311–312

design brief, 11
Design of Everyday �ings, �e (Norman), 2–3
design systems, 299–311

atomic design for, 301–306
Carbon, by IBM, 309

INDEX



external factors, 140–143
opportunities, 140–141
threats, 141–143

external recruitment methods, 257
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art and science of, 275–276
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strengths, 139
weaknesses, 139–140

internal inconsistency, 56–57
internal recruitment methods, 256–257
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open-ended questions, 92
open-response questions, 78–79, 371
opinions

asking leadership for, 359–360
critiques distinguished from, 344

opportunities, competitive research on, 
140–141

organisms in atomic design, 303
organization of screens, 314–318
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linear vs. iterative approaches to, 20–21
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art and science of, 199–200
coded or functional, 206, 217
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explanation of, 202–204
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402–404
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example of using, 119, 380–381
explanation of, 111–112
journey maps and, 122, 383
likes/goals of, 116, 381
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quotes included with, 381
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phone designs, 238–241
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plan for usability testing, 244, 247–251, 412–414
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custom made websites for, 337–339
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prioritization of, 282–283

user testing
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UX. See user experience
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V
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